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Pulitzer Prize winner talks
to students about the state
of journalism
BY JIM HEFFERNAN ('96)

or Philadelphia Inquirer
reporter Jeff Gammage ('82),
everything has changed and
nothing has changed during
a 30-year career in journalism
that has witnessed the rise of
cable television news, the Internet, social
media and biogs.
"Technology has changed everything.
It may put newspapers out of business or
we may evolve into something else, but
a good story is a good story. The building
blocks are the same. Whether it's print or
online, content is still king and the best story
gets read," says Gammage, the 2012 recipient
of JMU's Ronald E. Carrier Distinguished
Alumni Achievement Award. Gammage
returned to campus in October to speak to
School of Media Arts and Design students
about the state of journalism.
Gammage knows a thing or two about
good stories. Among his many professional accolades, he was part of a team of
reporters that won the 2012 Pulitzer Prize
for Public Service for its seven-part series
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Former Breeze News Editor and Philadel·
phia Inquirer Pulitzer Prize-winning team
reporter Jeff Gammage ('82) returned to
JMU to speak with students. Gammage is
author of the 2007 memoir on adoption,
China Ghosts: My Daughter's Journey to
America, My Passage to Fatherhood.

on the culture of violence in Philadelphia
public schools.
For his part in the Inquirer's yearlong investigation, "Assault on Learning," Gammage was embedded at
South Philadelphia High School, a n
institution rife w ith racial tensions that
came to a head in 2009 when a gro up
of Asian-American students was brutally attacked near campus. In the wake
of the incident and a subsequent change in

leadership, the school was willing to risk
having a newspaper reporter walk the
halls, and Gammage's editors saw value
in releasing him for the long-term assignment. "I knew this was going to be a
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity."
Gammage immersed himself in the
experience, attending school functions
and getting to know administrators, teachers and students. The biggest hurdle, he
says, was earning trust. 'This was a failing
school, a violent place. On any given day,
some disaster could occur right in front
of me that was going to give the school district a black eye. A lot of people were nervous just to have me around, but the more
I was there the more I just became a part of
the furniture."
Newsrooms at large metropolitan
newspapers can be full of egos, but Gammage has always been comfortable working on a team. "I don't know if people
who can work collaboratively tend to
choose JMU, or if JMU turns out people who can work collaboratively," he
says . "Either way, when I graduated I
was comfortable working in a group to
accomplish a singular goal. On the Pulitzer project, we depended on each other
for different things at different times not least the ability to turn to a trusted
colleague for ideas, guidance or a sympathetic ear to listen and offer feedback."
The winning series is proof, Gammage
says, that enterprise journalism is still
relevant in an age of text messages and
tweets . "So much happened after that
series came out. Everybody in the Philadelphia schools was focused on safety.
There were concrete changes that were
made, not only safety measures but also
the culture and the mindset. Children
there are safer today. That's important
to me. That's why we, as journalists, got
into this business."
ffl

* Read more at www.jmu.edu/news/
2012/09/20-journalism-alum·visit.shtml.

'I don't know if people who can work collaboratively tend to choose JMU, or if JMU turns out
people who can work collaboratively.'
-

JEFF GAMMAG E ('82),

Philadelphia Inquirer reporter
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